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Abstract
Our aim is to analyze practices and curricula of visual arts in early childhood education and at lower levels of the basic education, as well as in their teacher education, in Finland and Estonia. As a starting point, we discuss the key findings of our earlier separately conducted research projects concerning visual art education. In Estonia the technical skills and pupils` beautiful outcomes based on teachers’ direct instructions have traditionally been more important than pupils’ self-expression. On the contrary, in Finland the creative self-expression seems to be highly valued goal in among the students in teacher education. In the Finnish context the current challenge is to educate critically conscious teachers who understand diverse purposes and traditions of art education. In this presentation we discuss our findings and hopes for changes in future. 

1. Introduction and research interest

As teacher educators we are interested in developing our work by research co-operation with Finland and Estonia. We have noticed that creative self-expression has had a contradictory position as a goal for visual arts. In this presentation we discuss further this idea. At first, we construct understanding of current practices and curricula of visual arts in early childhood education and in basic education by comparing the official curricula for these contexts in our countries. Furthermore, we discuss the key findings of our earlier separately conducted research projects, dealing with the practices in kindergarten and schools, as well as teacher education. 


2. Goals for visual arts in early childhood education 

2.1. Early childhood education in Estonia 
In Estonia the National Curriculum for Early Childhood Education came into force in 2008 (Kunst 2008). Renewed curriculum supports changes for more flexible educational processes in taking account child development as a basic process. New curriculum allows varied methodical and organisational solutions and matters for teachers, staff and parents cooperation, which is base for supportive environment for a child development. The art curriculum for early childhood education is quite noncommittal. It underlines that art activities should provide experience, self-expression, fun and satisfaction and an opportunity for children to show their own view of life. It also points out that child depicts objects and events idiosyncratically; uses different medium and techniques; observes and describes artworks.
As kindergarten teachers are completely free to prepare their own curriculum and specific activities in art education, here is presented a typical art activity in Estonian kindergarten. It is based on a not-published student’s research project which included observation of art activities and interviews with kindergarten teachers. 
Children are asked to sit around a table, teacher gives them an A4 colored paper, hedgehog, hedgehog’s eyes, legs and spines cut previously out by teacher. The children assignment is to glue right parts into the right places. Finally all children works look similar, even identical. And the same kind of instruction has been carried out during mostly every single art activity. 
The project showed that teachers focused on to get convenient and “nice” outcomes. According to teacher’s opinion children aren’t able to create nice works themselves, and that’s the reason why teachers do the half of the work themselves. Generally there’s no opportunity for children to play and enjoy all different kind of art medium, because teachers don’t allow these kinds of activities for children. And the reason is again - children are not able to create nice works themselves and these kind of activities are messy and time-consuming.
There is a big conflict between the ideas of current national curriculum and current teaching practices. J. P. Isenberg and M. R. Jalongo (2006) bring out that teachers use three major developmental theories to support their teaching: constructivism, humanism, and behaviouristic social-learning theory. It seems that kindergarten teacher’s behaviouristic attitude comes from traditional and model based art education which roots come from the time almost 100 years ago. Tradition is very powerful and teachers accept it self evidently without criticising it: “We have been offering such kind of art activities all the time and we can’t see what’s wrong with that.” 
The aims of curriculum in kindergarten teacher education emphasize that teacher trainees should become experts of early childhood education in research based teacher education. The students’ studies comprise the goals, contents and methods of early childhood education and to get knowledge and skills in perceiving, planning, implementing, evaluating and developing early childhood education. Students should orientate to the goals and specifics of visual art education, the artistic development of the child and the basic practices of visual art education. The curriculum supports the discourses of holistic education and postmodern art education. 

During university studies and practice the students brought out in their writings and essays which based on theoretical studies and observations in kindergarten that the paradigm` shift from behaviourism and teacher-directed art processes to postmodern art education, changes in teachers` teachings styles  and child-directed art processes should come alive “immediately”. Students as a future kindergarten teachers have a clear understanding of child benefits while using different theories which support children’s creative thinking and encourage children’s interaction and experimentation with tasks and materials.

2.2 Early childhood education in Finland
The regulations for Finnish early childhood education, the National curriculum guidelines on early childhood education and care (ECEC 2005) as well as Core curriculum for pre-school education (CCPCE 2000), value imagination, creativity and self-expression in the growth of the child. The educator should use artistic experiences in developing the child emotionally, cognitively and physically. As a facilitator of an active child the educator should offer significant experiences, exploratory and experimental art activities as well as be able to co-operate with cultural experts in promoting children’s culture and cultural identity. 

There are some tensions in these regulations. The ECEC presents visual art education as a part of aesthetic orientation and the CCPCE as a part of culture and arts. Both areas include also other forms of art like music, drama, children’s literature, physical exercises and crafts. The perspective of the goals is wide and loose. Early childhood educators can choose the quality and the amount of visual art education they want to offer in practice. There are no normative regulations concerning the content of subjects to be taught or the development of the child.

The aims of curriculum in Finnish kindergarten teacher education emphasize that teacher trainees should become experts of early childhood education in research based teacher education. Lifelong learning and the professional growth as a teacher with pedagogical, social and cultural tasks are also underlined. The educator should be able to promote the learning, growth and development of the child and to take care of his/her rights and prevent his/her social exclusion. In visual art education the aims are to familiarize oneself with the discipline of arts education. The students should familiarize themselves with the goals, contents and methods of early childhood education and to get knowledge and skills in perceiving, planning, implementing, evaluating and developing early childhood education. They should orientate to 1) the goals and specifics of visual art education, 2) the artistic development of the child and 3) the basic practices of visual art education. 

In studies on Finnish kindergarten teacher students, three discourses were identified characterizing visual art education in early childhood education (Kairavuori et al. 2008; look also Rusanen 2007). The first discourse was called “pottering about activities” which did not include any aims or processes of visual art education. Secondly, there was a discourse of holistic education which emphasized children’s integrated activities. The third discourse, the space of visual art education, constructed the emergent space related to the traditions and visions of art education.

The discourse of holistic education dominated. The students emphasized the contribution of visual art education in the physical, cognitive, social, emotional and creative development of children. They underlined the significance of experiences, imagination and enthusiasm as well as the fine motor development. The students’ view was child centred and they considered holistic activities positive for their own sake. The educator’s role as a facilitator was to raise motivation and inspiration. The focus should be on children, on their active nature and equal interaction between child and adult. Visual art education and hobby crafts activities overlapped in many ways, for example hobby crafts were considered as creative artistic activities, too. This discourse of holistic education can be seen parallel with the tradition of creative self-expression (see Efland 1995; 2004). Students valued the expressive character of art and considered as a significant goal to create and to express oneself, to articulate tacit meanings and to take into account the therapeutic character of art. 

This student discourse does not differ from the holistic goals mentioned in the ECE curricula. The underlining of the active societal role of the educator is strong in the teacher education curriculum as well as the role as cultural facilitator in the ECE curricula. These are absent in student discourse although there are some socio-constructivist traits in their views of learning and educator’s interactive role. Future teachers valued visual arts as a means of education, and they had scarcely any views about the intrinsic value of art in education. They also had no common shared concepts for the artistic activities of children. It seems that their child centred view originates from the disciplines of developmental psychology and educational sciences more than from the discipline of visual art education. 


2.3 Comparison of Estonian and Finnish perspectives in early childhood education

The curriculum in early childhood education seems to be parallel in Finland and in Estonia. Their aims are presented at general level: they are wide and loose. It is considered sufficient that children get care facilitating their development on a broad level and it is not so important to distinguish characteristic goals for one subject. So the educator can choose individually which kind of visual art education she/he offers.

In Finland the aims seem to be connected to the ideas of creative self-expression. The regulations also recommend the socio-constructivist ideas about learning and the cultural connections of education. Continuing these recommendations there would be possibility to the educator to organize visual art education based on the ideas of postmodern art education where art is seen as visual culture (see Efland et al. 1996) but these ideas are scarcely presented in future teachers views.

In teacher education the research based goals seem also to be parallel in Finland and in Estonia. However, there are differences in practices and students’ views. Estonian students are very clearly for visual art education which emphasizes goals connected to creativity whereas Finnish students are for holistic education. The Estonian students want to change the practices which in Estonia are called behaviouristic attitudes. Finnish students criticize activities with no educational goals and they prefer traditional hobby craft activities. 


3. Goals for visual arts in basic education

3.1 Basic education in Estonia
At the age of seven children enter to basic school. Basic school (Basic Education, 2010) in Estonia is divided into three stages: Stage 1 – grades 1–3; Stage 2 – grades 4–6; and Stage 3 – grades 7–9.  In research based primary school teacher education teacher trainees should become experts of the 1st and the 2nd stages of basic school. Basic education is based on the National Curriculum, and at the moment in Estonia the transition from previous curriculum to the new one is going on. The previous National Curriculum (Kunst 2002) guides primary school teachers to originate from content of art study, e.g. colour study, composition and different techniques. The art curriculum is considered as containing important subject-based objectives and showing sustainability. It gives basic knowledge about the subject for teachers to prepare their own curriculum taking into consideration the characteristic of their own school.

The national curriculum (Kunst 2002) guides to accomplish short-term practical assignments during primary school. These assignments include solving tasks on working methods, techniques, and creative work. The results of the primary schools teacher survey (Vahter 2008) showed that teachers mainly give students short time assignments which outcome is child’s creative work. According to the results, primary school teachers appreciate creativity, but neatness, good technical skills and accuracy are important in giving a good grade for a creative work. Also teachers use lots of hobby craft materials to get nice works from students.

It also seems that visual art education in primary schools in Estonia is based primarily on the teacher-directed teaching (Vahter 2005) – teacher presents students a topic, gives an assignment with a model example of expected outcome and students follow teacher’s instruction directly. During the visits to different schools and classrooms, often students´ artwork looks also similar on a wall, sometimes even identical as T. Esnar (2004) describes it – an exhibition on the wall under the topic of Rooster. In a row there are pictures about roosters, each of them with a beak on the right and a tail on the left. All of them are big enough and in the middle of the paper. The teacher has chosen the best and most “accurate” pictures to put on the wall, as always. 

The new national curriculum for basic schools came into force in January 2010 (Kunstiained 2010). The major change is that new curriculum is not so prescriptive and it emphasis more holistic education and supports ideas of postmodern visual art education. The paradigm shift could come alive after a while from traditionally emphasised technical skills, students` beautiful outcomes and teachers' direct instructions to students' self-expression whereby students’ understanding about the world and themselves could develop to face of 21st century challenges. 

3.2 Basic education in Finland 
In Finland, the basic education starts at the age of 7 and lasts 9 years. Classroom teachers are generalists as educators working with children in grades 1-6 (from age 7 to 12) and they may teach all school subjects during the first six grades. The main tasks of visual arts instruction in basic education are to support the development of the pupils’ visual thinking and aesthetic and ethical awareness, and to make pupils capable of their own visual expression. The Finnish National Core Curriculum (FNCC 2004) introduces visual arts with four core contents; 1) Visual expression and thinking, 2) Artistic knowledge and cultural expertise, 3) Environmental aesthetics, architecture, and design, and 4) The media and visual communication. Furthermore, teachers are expected to take into account the internal integration in practice; objectives for expression, skills and knowledge are realized simultaneously in visual exercises. (FNCC 2004)

The national curriculum constructs a diverse identity for visual arts as a school subject and links the pupils’ visual expression and thinking with all the other core contents. However, in classroom teacher education there is very little time to confront students’ readiness, or actual skills of being the extensive teacher provided. For example, in the University of Helsinki the basic course in didactics of visual arts is 3 study points. Thus, the crucial question is how these future generalists position themselves as teachers of visual arts. This problem was investigated during students’ first teaching practice period, which aimed to deepen the students’ professional growth and to elaborate on the nature of each school subject. For the use of research data, students were asked to write two essays on their teacher identity. 

In their first essays students described their principal aims as teachers of visual arts. They wanted to ‘support pupils’ self expression and development of visual thinking’, ‘give good experiences of arts as a means of self expression’ or ‘stimulate children’s imagination’. They also emphasized the meaning of the atmosphere in lessons. They found important that pupils could feel ‘relaxed’, ‘unhurried’ or ‘joy and enjoyment’ and could ‘use their imagination.’ These dominant elements in the essays were named as the discourse of creative self-expression (compare Efland 1995; 2004). Teaching technical skills and knowledge were also mentioned among the main aims, which could as well refer to the mimetic-behaviouristic tradition (see Efland 1995; 2004). However, technical skills were more often linked to enrichment as a means of self-expression, not to the ability to imitate, to reproduce valuable things in art or to pass on the cultural heritage. 

Despite the dominance of creative self-expression, other groundings for the visual arts were also expressed. Likewise in the national curriculum (2004), the meaning of visual culture and visual communication in today’s society were identified as important contents. This argument positions the teacher differently as an educator, who raises critical awareness and develops means for interpretation of meanings in visual culture. However, these arguments had a weaker position in students’ essays, where the attention was merely on the individual learner, not on society nor on subject domain.

After completing the teaching practice period the students wrote another essay focusing on their learning experiences. The students reflected on problems of ‘knowing different techniques and names for equipment’, or difficulties in ‘estimating time during the lessons’, making ‘sustainable preparations with the materials before the lessons’, ‘organising the classroom as an environment’, ‘giving clear instructions about what and how to do things’. The dominating discourse had moved from the ideals of the creative self-expression of an individual learner to the practice of a teacher as a time manager, skilled organiser, beforehand planner and question maker. 

These findings let us reconsider the goal of creative self-expression in visual arts in basic education. In classroom teacher education, the teacher identity was constructed strongly in relation to the ideal of creative self-expression (also Räsänen 2005). The discursive change described later above could reflect an emergent vision of visual arts as a profoundly material-related subject, which was recognised in the school context better than in the research university. On the other hand, lack of teaching experience could turn students’ attention to themselves as technical survivals. However, these findings could suggest that the education given as generalists comes into conflict with the aims of the national curriculum for visual arts. Visual arts are much more than ‘just’ creative self-expression or teaching different techniques in a well organized manner. The need for insights into other perspectives, values and multiple forms of knowledge in the visual arts still has to be emphasized in this teacher education context. 


3.3 Comparison of Estonian and Finnish perspectives in basic education 

The structures of basic education are alike in many ways in Estonia and in Finland: the basic education starts at the age of 7 and lasts 9 years. Estonian primary school teachers share the responsibility as visual art educators with the Finnish classroom teachers, working as generalists with children in grades 1-6. Visual arts classes are only a part of their duties and professional identities, although the national curricula in both countries sets demanding aims for this generalist to acquire.

In Estonian primary schools’ visual art education has been mostly teacher- directed learning processes. The teachers appreciate creativity, but also neatness, good technical skills and accuracy are important in giving a good grade for a creative work. Teachers use lots of hobby craft materials to get nice works from pupils. The outcomes of pupils’ work look similar, even identical. 

In Finland, students in teacher education seem to lay stress on the same values in visual arts as primary school teachers in Estonia; both appreciated creative self-expression and the role of technically skilled teacher in the actual learning situation. Nevertheless, neither of these valued themes is in the centre of the diverse postmodern art education, which was identified in the national curricula in both countries. 

Furthermore, in both studies the concern of teacher-centered or teacher-directed practice was discussed. In Finland, the student teachers’ attention moved from the ideals of creative self-expression to the teacher her/himself as technical survival in the learning situation during their teaching practice period. The same tension between the appreciation of creativity and the practice ‘in real’ was also present in Estonian primary school teacher’s reality.


4. Conclusions and further research plans

The goal of creative self-expression as such is not a problem in visual art education. With child-centred approach it opens wide possibilities for the artistic activities in early childhood education. In basic education creativity and self-expression are also valued in curricula, but integrated with diverse core contents in the spirit of postmodern art education. 

In early childhood education, the problem arises if the goals are too wide and loose to facilitate the educator to support the child in her/his activities, as it was the case in both Finland and Estonia. Furthermore in basic education, the problem with creative self-expression as a goal arises if it is ungenerously valued over all the other tasks for visual arts. Another problem arises if this goal is ‘lost’ with concrete choices made in the actual learning situation, creating teacher-directed practice only. 
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